
3 

~wJ 
Lt~Vi_,_l III bone report (Drayton Cursus) 1980-82 

:.;r-

lly Bob Wilson 

Some 400 fragments v1ere obtained by excavation; moEJt being dated 

to the Saxo-me~lieval period and small groups to tl1e prehistoric ;ttld 

Romano-British periods. Bones from the early deposits art:: mnstly 

preserved poorly. Those from higher levels of the gravels a1·e 

whitened and eroded by leaching. A few from waterlogged deposits in 

the cursus and many from the Saxo-medieval gully are better 

preserved. 

Not all the dating of bones is entirely secure even with the 

exclusion of some unreliable data from Table 1. The majority of the 

prehistoric bones however are from early and later deposits in the 

cursus and this appears to be a useful context in which to consider 

their deposition which apparently extended over a lengthy period. 

A high proportion of cattle, presumably domesticated varieties, 

are present among most groups of bones. Pig is moderately 

represented in the early deposits and with significant occurrences of 

/i aurochs Bos primogenius (unfused distal radius, width 92mm; broken 

3rd phalanx, DLS 90+ mm) horse (scapula) and red deer antler all 

wl.thin the cursus, Sheep is only prominent in the Roman group. 

The Saxo-medieval bones approach the prehistoric groups in the 

percentages of cattle and pig but sheep and horse are more obvious 

and wild species are less prominent in the sample especially 

considering the better preservation of small bones. In this group 

32% consist of fragments exceeding lOcm in size and work elsewhere 

sugge.;ts that the bones represent a peripheral scatter of large bones 

from the adjacent settlement (1) - not Aurprising, considering the 

slope of the hill. Cattle and horse bones may therefore be 



overrepresentc~d and sheep and pig underrepresented <1s [ar ;1s 

typicality of settlement debris is of concern. Nine larg0 hones ~r~ 

also present among tl1e prcl1lstoric group but the perce11tage of larnp '" ' 

bones and coarse debris is difficult to estimate because (~f pol)r 

preservation and newly broken unidentif'able bones (10-35%). In ;-lny 

case sheep are unlikely to have been abundant in this group due to 

cultural reasons, 

Probably sheep, pig and smaller animals are underrepresented in 

the prehistoric and Roman groups because of poor preservation hut 

therefore the disproportionate representation of pig over sheep in 

the prehistoric groups bc.comes more important to interpreting the 

results, 

Discussion The proportions of cattle and the larger fragments 

among the Neolithic and Bronze Age bones indicate a scatter of debris 

which lay peripherally to any main areas of occupation, but this 

conclusion may be biased from the possible degradation of many 

smaller bones and the probable low ancient abundance of sheep. Also 

some bones are from widely spread features and any centre of 

intensive occupation activity is not evident. 

Collectively these early periods indicate either, a partly 

grassed and partly wooded landscape, or a predominantly wooded and 

scrubby environment. The latter is favoured by the occurrence of the 

aurochs and red deer in such a small sample as well as pig and 

domesticated cattle which are adaptable to woodland conditions. 

Probably plant cover for wild animals was more extensive than near 

the Abingdon causewayed enclosure, where the representation of red 

deer and aurochs appears small,(2) 

Iron Age deposition ts scarcely represented but one fragment 

appears to be of a deer metacarpal so that the extent of woodland may 

not have changed much da,ring the prehistoric period. 

the few bones may be redeposited earlier debris. 

Alternatively 
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Table 1: Fragment numbers dnd percont~ges of bOO!:}S excavated from the vicinity of the 

Ora yton Cursus near 1\b i ngdon 1981-~82 

Nao! lthlc Late Neo 11-th I c- Romano- Saxo-medi 0va I 

Cursus Oth0r Bronze Age 

t··-l feaiures Totdt % f % % F % 

C.;;tt!e i I 3 14 70 10 ~3 3 20 59 67 

[--.o~ s.;> {domestlc) 0 

Aur(Jchs. 2 2 10 
( ?o~ prIm I g~~~-u-~} 

SheE:p 9 60 10 11 

Pig 2 2 10 2 17 12 14 

norse 5 3 20 5 6 

Dog 

Red dt3er A +A 5+ 21 1+ A + 

Rabbit/hare 

ldBnti fied 16 + A 4 20 +A 14 15 88 + A 

Unldtmti f fe.::l 15 3 18 82 12 195 

Tot a I 32 7 39 96 27 284 

Burnt 3 

0 ys ter 

Goose 
domes t I c/ greylag 

A " Antltlr fragment 

a ll is not possible to make a definite Identification of domesticated stock from 

morphological characters of the prehistoric bones. 
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In contrast the Roman group is indicat Lvc of an l'i' e ll c.: o unL r y s il~ c' 

al tho ugh not incompa tible 1vith he dges or some r ~lic t ~o:nod la n d . Ct~ l tic 

rat he r t"lwn Ro;na ni.seci occupa tio n r efus e i s indicated by Lhl' r <t :: Lo l1 f 

s h ct:.p and cattl e bo11es 1o1hi c h a pp e;u- s co mparable ,.; iL h settlemen t 

r eft tse in Ct~ n tr a l ,\bing don bu t not a t Ba r to n Cour t Fa r m vi.l la . ('J) 

By pr e v i ot JS a r g ume nt s , some woodland wa s p r es en t d u r ing the 

Saxo-medi eva l period but muc h l ess tha n ea rly pre hi sto r ic times :.;incc 

only de e r a ntle r is present and pig is no t abundant . The r e a r e a lso 

no comp e lling reaso ns t o b e lieve that Saxon o r med i eval ca ttle wer~ 

s trong ly a s sociate d \vith Hoodl and . Me adO\vl a nd i s mos t p roba ble . The 

ha bits of ca ttle and even pig are modifiable by husba nd ry s o that: 

e nv i 1~ onment a l i nd icat ions from bo nes require s uppor t from other 

evidence. Final l y, it has been noted (4) tha t ca t tle ma y be 

overrepres ented and that a more typical sample wo uld c ontain a higher 

pro portion of s heep bones thus altering environme n t al i n fe r e nces . 

Nevertheless the Saxo-medieval bones are the most convinc ing 

e vid e nc e o f intensive occupation and presumably o f a past o ral 

meadowland and a rable farming settlement. A po lishe d a rticulatio n 

surface of the f e mur h e ad may indicate the use of c attl e f or 

traction. A large hor s e metatarsal (GL 287mm) indicat e d an 

individual standing 1. 48m at the s houlder and i s c ompa r able t o the 

size of two horse skeletons at Roman Farmoor. (5) 
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